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Written evidence by the BBC submitted to the Business 
Innovation and Skills Committee inquiry into Adult 
Numeracy and Literacy 

Introduction 
1. We welcome the opportunity to respond to the Business, Innovation and Skills Committee’s inquiry into 

Adult Numeracy and Literacy. This is an important issue and we hope that the BBC submission provides 
valuable insight for the Committee’s inquiry. 

2. 
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9. In 
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The BBC approach in the context of the adult basic skills education 
sector 

Over recent years the approach to adult basic skills education has changed 

16. Skillswise was launched in 2001 in the same year as the introduction of the government’s SfL programme. 
Originally, Skillswise content was aimed at learners working towards Level 1 (or equivalent). More recently 
it expanded into the lower Entry levels. 

17. The SfL curriculum, based largely on the national curriculum for schools with multiple choice exams 
framework and a programme of free adult literacy and numeracy classes, enabled millions of adults to 
achieve their first qualification. According to a 2011 SfL survey, the impact on adult skills levels since 2003 
was most significant in literacy, where the proportion at Level 2 or above grew from 44% to 57% – although 
the change in the number of adults at Entry level in literacy was marginal, moving from 16% to 15%. In maths 
the number of adults at Level 2 or above actually dropped from 26% to 22%, while the number at only Entry 
level went up slightly from 47% to 49%.6  

18. Research suggests that those adults with Entry level skills often had negative experiences of school. This may 
be one factor in the relative lack of engagement with SfL classes by the lowest skilled.7 

Inspiring Entry level adults to learn new literacy and numeracy skills is a key challenge 
for BBC Learning.  

19. There has been a radical shift in formal adult basic skills education since 2011, partly to engage Entry level 
adults, away from school-type curriculum-mapped activities such as SfL, towards learning in the context of 
familiar adult situations, benefitting from adults’ own existing knowledge, experience and interests.  

20. The new functional skills frameworks – as frameworks in Scotland have done for several years – focus on 
skills used in authentic, real-world situations. Assessment is largely open-ended, as opposed to former SfL 
multiple choice exams. For example, speaking and listening skills may be assessed by observing discussions in 
the workplace. 

21. In particular, functional skills frameworks recognise the value of being able to transfer skills from familiar to 
unfamiliar contexts. For example, the Ofqual framework for functional English – Speaking and Listening is 
typical: 

• “Entry level: Respond appropriately to others and make some extended contributions in familiar 
formal and informal discussions and exchanges. 

• Level 1: Take full part in formal and informal discussions and exchanges that include unfamiliar 
subjects. 

• Level 2: Make a range of contributions to discussions in a range of contexts, including those 
that are unfamiliar, and make effective presentations.”8 
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Secondly, people are most confident in telling stories in familiar situations  

32. Familiar situations are usually the ones we are most confident in, to take new actions and tell new stories. 
“The best, perhaps the only, workable way to develop a new discourse is by gradual transformation of a 
discourse in which the [learner] is already conversant.”11  

33. For educators working with adult learners, this implies identifying a situation familiar to the learner as a 
starting point. And either visiting this place in the real world, or representing it or referencing it in a learning 
space.  

34. The challenge is how to build confidence in telling stories in familiar situations, and then transfer this into 
unfamiliar situations we may wish to, or have to, deal with.   

Finally, “t
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42. Transferable models of a familiar situation may empower learners to understand that situation, i.e. to tell 
convincing stories about it, both to themselves mentally and to others verbally; and then to understand 
other situations more easily. For example a hairdresser wishing to make up a total 150ml volume of dye and 
releaser in a 1:3 ratio may find it useful to
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54. Visual models of English word roots. Printable resources around a Quick Reads book visualised the 
etymological roots of the words on the first page of Lynda La Plante’s Quick Read The Escape 
(http://downloads.bbc.co.uk/skillswise/quickreads/qr2014/a-locked-room-qr2014.pdf). 

c) Using ‘transferable models’ to tell new stories in unfamiliar contexts 


